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When a report of wrongdoing is brought to the employer's attention, whether through a whistleblower or
another channel, and an internal investigation is expected, it may be either mandatory or optional,
depending on the facts of the alleged wrongdoing.

The investigation will be mandatory when the alleged wrongdoing relates to an ethical issue according to
anti-corruption regulations, the employer’s duty of due diligence regarding, for example, human rights or
environmental matters, or where the works council has issued an alert relating to a “serious and imminent
danger” (or to “fundamental human rights”), but also whenever it relates to the employer's obligation to
ensure employee safety (eg, moral or sexual harassment).

If the investigation is not mandatory, it is up to the employer to decide whether or not to carry out the
investigation. Several key questions can help the employer determine whether or not it is appropriate to
carry out an investigation, such as:

What are the benefits of doing nothing? The company will have to draw up a list of the pros and cons
of an investigation, bearing in mind that in some cases a poorly conducted investigation could make
the situation worse;
What is the priority (eg, obtaining or securing evidence, or correcting the irregularity)?
What rules or codes of ethics must the company comply with?
Should external legal counsel only advise the company or should they play a major role in the
investigation process by becoming an investigator?
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Investigations can start in multiple ways. They usually stem from an employee raising a grievance, a
bullying complaint, or a possible protected disclosure. Investigations may also stem from the employer in a
disciplinary context, or indeed can be commenced if an external complaint or issue is raised by a third
party of the organisation.

The first thing the employer must consider is whether an investigation is necessary. It may be that the
issue at hand can be resolved informally or is of such a nature that it cannot be investigated, either through
a lack of detail or simply because the subject of the complaint is no longer an employee. Any such decision
to investigate or not should be carefully documented.

The next step to determine is the nature of the investigation. It should be clear at the outset whether the
investigation is simply a fact-gathering exercise or if the investigator will be tasked with making findings on
the evidence. The distinction is significant as a fact-gathering investigation can proceed without prompting
the full panoply of rights, but the basic principles of fairness should still be applied. A fact-gathering
investigation should determine whether there is or is not, a case to answer. If a disciplinary hearing follows
then the rights outlined in question 1 will apply at that stage. If it is a fact-finding investigation, the rights
apply from the outset of the process. The employee who is required to respond to the issues (the
respondent) should be fully aware of the extent of the investigation. The investigator appointed to do the
investigation should be clear about what is expected of them.

If the employer believes an investigation is necessary, it should be acknowledged and started without
delay. In particular, according to the Protected Disclosures legislation, a report should be acknowledged
within seven days.

An employer should consider and identify the scope of the investigation and establish who will investigate
the matter. Terms of reference under which the investigation will be carried out should be established by
the employer and shared with the employee raising the issue (the complainant). An employer should not
seek agreement on the terms, but invite commentary to ensure that the full scope of the investigation is
captured within the terms of reference. Robust terms of reference that lay down the clear parameters of
the investigation will assist the investigator and all parties involved in the process.
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Internal investigations are usually initiated after reports about possible violations of the employer's code of
conduct, applicable laws or regulations have been submitted by employees to their superiors, the human
resources department or designated internal reporting systems such as hotlines (including whistleblowing
hotlines).

For an internal investigation to be initiated, there must be a reasonable suspicion (grounds).[1] If no such
grounds exist, the employer must ask the informant for further or more specific information. If no grounds
for reasonable suspicion exists, the case must be closed. If grounds for reasonable suspicion exist, the
appropriate investigative steps can be initiated by a formal investigation request from the company
management.[2]

 

[1] Claudia Fritsche, Interne Untersuchungen in der Schweiz: Ein Handbuch für regulierte Finanzinstitute
und andere Unternehmen, Zürich/St. Gallen 2013, p. 21.

[2] Klaus Moosmayer, Compliance, Praxisleitfaden für Unternehmen, 2. A. München 2015, N 314.
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